What to Know Before Your Heat Pump Installation

Making the Switch to a Heat Pump

Heat pumps have become a popular choice for homeowners looking to manage their home
comfort more efficiently. Unlike traditional furnaces that generate heat by burning fuel, a heat
pump moves heat from one place to another. In the winter, it pulls warmth from the outdoor air
and brings it inside. In the summer, it reverses direction and acts like an air conditioner. This
dual functionality makes heat pumps a versatile option for many climates, especially in regions
with moderate heating and cooling demands.

But before you commit to a new system, it helps to understand what the process actually
involves. A heat pump installation is not just swapping out an old unit for a new one. It requires
careful planning, proper sizing, and attention to the existing ductwork or refrigerant lines.
Getting these details right from the start makes a real difference in how well the system
performs and how long it lasts.

Understanding How a Heat Pump Works

A heat pump uses refrigerant to absorb and release heat as it circulates between an indoor unit
and an outdoor unit. During colder months, the outdoor coil extracts heat from the air, even
when temperatures drop below freezing. The refrigerant carries that heat indoors, where it is
released into your living spaces. During warmer months, the cycle reverses. The system pulls
heat from inside your home and expels it outside.

This process is more efficient than electric resistance heating or older fossil fuel systems in
many conditions. But efficiency depends heavily on the outdoor temperature and the quality of
the installation. A poorly installed heat pump can struggle in extreme cold or short-cycle, which
wastes energy and wears out components faster.
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Air-Source vs. Ground-Source Heat Pumps

Most residential systems are air-source heat pumps, which exchange heat with the outside air.
They are simpler to install and generally less expensive than ground-source (geothermal)
systems. Ground-source heat pumps use buried loops of pipe to exchange heat with the
ground, where temperatures are more stable year-round. They offer higher efficiency but come
with a much higher upfront cost and require significant excavation or drilling.

For the average home, an air-source heat pump is the more practical choice. But if you have a
large lot and a long-term view of your property, a ground-source system might be worth
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considering. Each option has trade-offs in installation complexity, maintenance, and operating
cost.

What a Professional Installation Entails

A proper heat pump installation starts with a load calculation. This is not a guess based on

square footage alone. A qualified technician measures the home's insulation levels, window
sizes and types, air leakage, and the climate zone. This data determines the correct size of the
heat pump. Oversized units short-cycle, which reduces efficiency and humidity control.
Undersized units run constantly and struggle to maintain set temperatures.

Once the right equipment is selected, the installation involves several steps:

e Removing the old system and disposing of it properly, including any old refrigerant

* Installing the outdoor unit on a level, stable pad away from debris and snow
accumulation

e Mounting the indoor air handler and connecting it to the existing ductwork or
installing new ducts if needed

e Running refrigerant lines between the indoor and outdoor units, ensuring they are
clean, dry, and properly insulated

e Wiring the thermostat and electrical connections, then testing the system for correct
operation

Each of these steps matters. A leak in the refrigerant lines, for example, can cause the system
to lose capacity and waste electricity. Poor duct sealing can let conditioned air escape into
unconditioned spaces. Attention to detail during installation directly affects the system's
efficiency and lifespan.

Ductwork Considerations

If your home already has ducts from a forced-air furnace or central air conditioner, the installer
will inspect them for leaks, insulation, and sizing. Ducts that are too small can restrict airflow
and cause the heat pump to work harder than necessary. Ducts that are leaky waste energy
and make it harder to maintain even temperatures. In some cases, duct sealing or replacement
is necessary before the new system can perform as designed.

If your home does not have ducts, you might consider a ductless mini-split heat pump. These
systems use small indoor units mounted on walls or ceilings, connected to an outdoor
compressor by refrigerant lines. They avoid the cost and disruption of installing ductwork and
can be a good solution for additions, converted garages, or homes without existing forced-air
systems.
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Permits and Local Codes

Most municipalities require a permit for a heat pump installation. This is not just paperwork. A
permit means the work will be inspected to ensure it meets local building and safety codes.
Electrical connections, refrigerant handling, and structural support for the outdoor unit are all
subject to code requirements. Skipping the permit might save a little time upfront, but it can
create problems when you sell the house or if an issue arises later.

A reputable installer will handle the permit process as part of the job. They will also be familiar
with local codes and any incentives or rebates offered by your utility company or state energy
office. These incentives can reduce the upfront cost, but they often require the system to meet
certain efficiency standards and be installed by a licensed contractor.

Seasonal Timing and Scheduling

Spring and fall are typically the busiest seasons for heat pump installations. Demand is high
because the weather is mild and homeowners want to be ready for the next extreme season. If
you schedule during these months, you may face longer wait times and less flexibility. Planning
ahead for a late winter or early summer installation can sometimes make scheduling easier.

That said, a good installer will not rush the job. A typical heat pump installation can take one to
three days depending on the complexity of the system and the condition of the existing setup.
Ductwork modifications or electrical upgrades add time. It is worth asking for a timeline
upfront so you can plan accordingly.

What to Watch Out For

Not all heat pump installations are equal. Some common pitfalls include improper refrigerant
charge, incorrect thermostat wiring, and poor placement of the outdoor unit. The outdoor unit
needs clearance on all sides for airflow. If it is tucked into a corner or buried by vegetation, the
system will struggle to exchange heat efficiently.

Another issue is ignoring the backup heat source. In colder climates, a heat pump may need
supplemental heating from electric resistance strips or a gas furnace. If the installer does not
set up the thermostat to stage the backup heat properly, you might end up using more energy
than necessary or feeling cold on the coldest days.

Finally, be wary of bids that are significantly lower than others. A low price often means
shortcuts in labor or materials. A quality installation costs more because it includes proper
load calculations, careful refrigerant handling, thorough duct inspection, and testing. The long-
term savings in energy bills and fewer service calls usually outweigh the initial difference.



Maintenance After Installation

Once the system is running, regular maintenance helps it stay efficient. Change or clean the air
filters every one to three months. Keep the outdoor unit clear of leaves, grass, and snow. Have
a professional inspect the system annually, checking refrigerant levels, electrical connections,
and coil cleanliness. A well-maintained heat pump can last 15 years or more, but neglect can
cut that lifespan in half.

Some maintenance tasks are simple enough to do yourself. Others, like checking refrigerant
pressure or tightening electrical terminals, require a licensed technician. If you are not
comfortable with the task, it is better to call someone than to risk damaging the equipment or
voiding the warranty.

Is a Heat Pump Right for Your Home?

Heat pumps work well in many homes, but they are not a universal solution. If your home is
poorly insulated or has significant air leaks, the system will run longer and use more energy to
maintain comfort. Addressing those issues first can improve performance and lower operating
costs. If you live in an area with prolonged subfreezing temperatures, a heat pump may need a
backup heating source to keep up.

That said, modern cold-climate heat pumps have improved dramatically. They can extract
usable heat from outdoor air at temperatures well below zero. If you are replacing an older
system, a new heat pump installation can offer better comfort and lower energy use than what
you had before. The key is to work with someone who understands the equipment and the
conditions in your area.

For homeowners in Port Deposit, MD, and the surrounding area, Hoot Heating & Air provides
heating and cooling solutions including heat pump installations. You can reach them at 301 W
Main St, Rising Sun, MD 21911, or call (410) 658-6564.



